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A Cure for
VIRTUAL REALITY IS POISED
TO MAKE REMOTE WORKING MORE
COLLABORATIVE AND ENGAGING
By Matt Alderton
WHEN SKYPE DEBUTED IN 2003, VIDEOCONFERENCING

was a Jetsons-esque sign that the future had finally
arrived. When Apple introduced FaceTime in 2010,
video calls still felt fresh and new.
Even as recently as last spring, when COVID-19

closed offices everywhere, Zoom and competitors like
Microsoft Teams and GoToMeeting were still something of a novelty. A year into the global pandemic,
however, what once felt modern suddenly feels
mundane — so much so that a new term has been
CONTINUED
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coined to describe this distinct
type of malaise: Zoom fatigue.
“Zoom fatigue is a real
phenomenon,” says Tomas
Budrys, marketing manager at
MeetinVR, a Danish virtual reality (VR) startup that
creates videoconferencing
alternatives with immersive
meeting environments. “While
Zoom is a decent option for
discussions in small groups,
the effectiveness drops as
the number of participants
increases. There is no sense of
presence. Therefore ... focus,
engagement and productivity
are lower,” he says.
Although remote working
isn’t going away — a 2020
survey by research firm
Gartner found that 82 percent
of employers will allow
workers to continue working
remotely some of the time
post-pandemic — VR companies like MeetinVR say they
have a better way to do it.

SICK OF SCREENS
In her research on remote
working, Karen Sobel Lojeski
has found significant declines
in employee innovation, trust,
cooperation, performance
and satisfaction. Lojeski,
founder and CEO of workplace transformation firm
Virtual Distance International,
defines this as “a sense of
psychological and emotional
detachment that begins to
grow little by little and
unconsciously when most
encounters and experiences
are mediated by screens.”
Zoom perpetuates virtual
distance in myriad ways. For
one, it’s two-dimensional. Although there are real faces in
front of you, they’re relegated
to squares on a screen in a
room, the contents of which —
the dog at your feet, the phone
on your desk, the goings-on
outside your window — may
be a constant distraction.
Varjo XR3 headset

CONTINUED

VARJO

52

USA TODAY SPECIAL EDITION

Spatial collaborative room

Sophya virtual office party

Also, there are no social cues
to indicate whose turn it is
to speak. The result often
is either chaos — everyone
speaks over everyone else —
or resignation — participants
put themselves on mute and
disengage.
Finally, it’s invasive. “Zoom
essentially requires you to
attend to a bunch of faces, all
of which seem to be staring
at you. Psychologically, you
experience this as a massive
amount of attention bearing
down on you,” says industrial
and organizational psychologist Richard Landers,
director of the University of
Minnesota’s TNTLAB, which
stands for Testing New
Technologies in Learning,
Assessment and Behavior.
“That creates a need for
people to engage in selfmonitoring in an attempt to
give a certain impression — a
need to control how you’re
being perceived, which can
be overwhelming.”

VIRTUAL REALITY,
REAL BENEFITS
Proponents believe VR
will turn the remote-working
revolution into a white-collar
renaissance not merely by
side-stepping the worst
parts of videoconferencing,
but also by replicating the
best parts of office life.
“There are ... dynamic
types of meetings that are
hard or almost impossible to do over a Zoom call
productively. These meetings
require additional activities
such as sketching, whiteboarding, brainstorming
using sticky notes or mindmapping,” Budrys says. “VR
enables you to do all this as
you would in real life.”
A 2020 study by professional services firm PwC
compared the performance
of employees who completed
the same training course
in different modalities: VR,
classroom and e-learning.
VR learners, it found, were

more focused, faster to train,
more confident in applying
the skills they learned and
more emotionally connected
to the course content.
Its proponents say VR
provides several advantages.
MeetinVR, for example, offers
a variety of virtual meeting
spaces, from a classic
corporate conference room
to meeting rooms that have
as their backdrops the
desert or outer space. In each
360-degree environment,
at-home users wearing VR
headsets and holding VR
controllers can see and
address individual colleagues,
interact with whiteboards,
share multimedia and even
make sketches in midair to
illustrate points.
What users can’t
do — check email on their
phones, for example — is
just as significant. “You’re
more present because you
cannot multitask,” says
Urho Konttori, co-founder
and chief product officer of
Varjo, a Finnish maker of
industrial-grade VR headsets.
“Everybody who is there is
100 percent focused.”
Anand Agarawala,
co-founder and CEO of VR
platform Spatial, puts a finer
point on VR’s benefits. “A lot
of the things you can get in
person you can get in VR,”
he says. “Because you’re
personified as a 3D avatar, for
example, social cues and body
language come through. You
can even make eye contact,
because you can actually look
other avatars in the eye.”
With spatial audio, you can
replicate the auditory experience you’d have in a physical
space, which means hearing
speakers in different ears and
at different volumes as they
move around the room, being
able to whisper discreetly
to your neighbor during a
CONTINUED
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MeetinVR avatars

presentation and having the
option to pull colleagues aside
for spontaneous conversations.
And because almost anything
is possible in VR — Spatial
has toyed with creating a
zero-gravity room in which
participants float around like
astronauts — you can unlock
new ways to create and engage.
“You can show PowerPoints
and access Slack channels,
but you can also generate a
sword and have a sword fight,”
Agarawala says. “It’s quite
fun, and we think that’s a key
element of working effectively.”
Adds Jacob Loewenstein,
Spatial’s vice president of business development and strategy:
“In theory, you should be able
to sit in front of a screen all day
and just matrix information into
your brain. But human beings
aren’t made that way. We crave
contact and connection. Feeling
like you’re in a room with people
allows your brain to behave the
way it wants to.”

HEADSET
HEADACHES?
VR is not a panacea, insists
professional meeting facilitator
and designer Lee Gimpel,
founder and principal of
consulting company Better
Meetings. “More than anything,
bad, unproductive, tiresome

meetings are a function of
the format and the content as
opposed to the technology,” he
says. “The problem with Zoom
is not that it cheats us of a third
dimension. If you fix the format
of a meeting, it goes a long
way to alleviating boredom,
frustration and fatigue. If
your boss runs a bad meeting,
holding that remote meeting
in a realistic virtual room isn’t
much of a fix.”
And a virtual room’s bugs can
negate its benefits. Technology ultimately delivered an
antidote for videoconferencing
fatigue — but it was in the form
of COVID-19 vaccines, not
virtual reality, says longtime
VR observer Ben Delaney,
CEO of immersive technology
consultancy ImmersivEdge
Advisors. “In most cases, the
technology is not there yet, and
the solutions are still looking for
the right problems.”
To that end, researchers like
Landers are studying which
use cases are best suited to VR.
In the meantime, engineers
are making rapid progress on
technical warts. Compared with
early VR headsets that were
difficult to set up and caused
side effects like nausea and
dizziness, current iterations are
easy to use, comfortable and
more affordable.

When it was released in
2016, the first headset from
Facebook’s Oculus, the Oculus
Rift CV1, retailed for $599; the
new Oculus Quest 2 retails for
$299. Varjo’s industrial-grade
headsets, which boast better
resolution and a wider field
of view than consumer-grade
models, have similarly dropped
in price; while the company’s
first-generation VR-1 cost
$7,000 plus a $1,200 annual
subscription at launch, its new
VR-3 costs about $3,900 with a
$970 annual subscription.
“The price of these headsets
has dropped crazily,” says Loewenstein, adding that the cost
of consumer-grade models is
now low enough for companies
to purchase VR headsets for
employees to use at home. In
some cases “it’s less than the
price of a plane ticket, so it’s
pretty easy to justify.”

ENHANCING
ENGAGEMENT
Still, headsets remain far
from ubiquitous, and several
companies have developed
stopgaps in the form of webbased applications that are a
bridge between VR and Zoom.
Among them is Spatial, which
in May launched support for
web browsers so users without
headsets could still participate
in VR meetings; while users
with headsets appear as 3D
avatars, users without them
appear as floating screens
that display video from their
webcam.
And then there are platforms
like Sophya, a browser-based
environment that looks like the
product of a union between
Zoom and social networking
game FarmVille. Employees
exist as avatars inside a
gamelike virtual office that can
be subdivided into rooms and
floors. Product development
can work on one floor, for
example, and sales on another.
When members of one team
need something from members

of another, they can visit that
team’s virtual location and
approach colleagues’ avatars
to initiate private or group
video chats. Unlike a scheduled
videoconference, the idea
is to keep the environment
open all day for instant and
spontaneous interactions with
co-workers as if you were in
the office together. There are
even public spaces like bars
and shops where employees
from different companies can
congregate to network and
socialize.
“We built this software not
only to facilitate super-fast
information flow, but also to
create the human connections
that we need as a social
species,” says Vishal Punwani,
Sophya’s CEO and co-founder.
“Because if you don’t create
a sense of community and
belonging for your employees,
your company isn’t going to do
very well.”
That’s exactly the sentiment
that persuaded the legal
department at Hewlett Packard
Enterprise (HPE) to adopt VR,
says general counsel Rishi
Varma, who in late 2019 began
furnishing Oculus headsets
to HPE employees around the
world with the goal of creating
a global team that felt connected instead of disbursed.
When COVID-19 hit, his
team already was using VR to
host interactive war rooms,
training and social meetups.
They even hosted a ceremony
during which Varma virtually
shook hands with members
of an award-winning team in
Geneva.
“It all comes down to the
employee experience,” Varma
says. “It’s not about where
you work. It’s about making
sure you feel the same level of
engagement with the company
whether you’re in a physical
office or working remotely. We
can’t be connected to the business unless we’re connected to
each other.”

MEETINVR

